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Abstract: The dinner scene in Virginia Woolf’s 7o the Lighthouse has often been read as a moment of domestic harmony
or social communion. This article reconsiders that harmony not as a natural condition of family life but as an emotional
order gradually produced through spatial rhythm and embodied mediation. Through close reading of the dinner scene, it
examines how the dining room functions as an affective field in which the table, candlelight, food, gazes, silences, gestures,
speech, and bodily movement organize relations among otherwise separate consciousnesses. At the center of this process
is Mrs. Ramsay, whose bodily presence and perceptive attention regulate the room’s emotional atmosphere. By arranging
bodies, scanning the table, redirecting attention, easing tension, and reconnecting fragmented relations, she converts
physical assembly into a temporary appearance of social unity. The analysis further shows that this unity is rhythmic rather
than stable: it depends on repeated acts of placement, timing, response, sensory coordination, and emotional repair. Yet
Woolf’s representation of harmony is not simply celebratory. The dinner also exposes the gendered distribution of affective
responsibility, since the coherence of domestic space depends disproportionately on women’s largely invisible labor of
emotional regulation. Lily Briscoe’s partial resistance makes this demand especially visible by revealing the social
expectation that women repair male discomfort even while their own creative subjectivity is constrained. By bringing
spatial rhythm, embodied mediation, and gendered affect into a single interpretive framework, this article argues that
Woolf’s dinner scene stages emotional order as a made, fragile, and socially uneven achievement rather than a stable
domestic ideal.
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1 Introduction

The dinner scene in Virginia Woolf’s To the Lighthouse
is one of the novel’s most concentrated representations of
domestic life. Around the Ramsays’ table, private anxieties,
intellectual vanity, social expectation, aesthetic perception,
and unspoken resentment are brought into temporary con-
tact. What finally emerges is an appearance of harmony, but

this harmony should not be treated as a natural attribute of
family life or as the simple extension of Mrs. Ramsay’s ma-
ternal presence. It is an order that has to be made. The room
first gathers bodies; only through a series of spatial, per-
ceptual, and affective adjustments does it begin to gather
feeling.

Funding: Wuhan Institute of Technology Graduate Education Innovation Fund (17th Session), "From Confusion to Self-Redemption: The
Symbolic Significance of Lily Briscoe Completing the Final Stroke of Her Painting"” (Fund No.: CX2025521).

*Corresponding author: Shiyu, pengshiyu@wit.edu.cn

Received: 6 July, 2026; Accepted: 19 August, 2026; Published Online: 7 September, 2026

http://www.humarts.net


http://www.humarts.net/
http://dx.doi.org/10.57237/j.ha.2026.03.001

50 Shi Jinyan et al.:

Producing Emotional Order: Spatial Rhythm, Embodied Mediation, and Gendered Affect in the

Dinner Scene of To the Lighthouse

Woolf makes this process visible from the beginning of
the scene. When Mrs. Ramsay takes her place at the head
of the table, the guests have been assembled, yet “nothing
seemed to have merged”; they “all sat separate” [19]. All
quotations from the novel are taken from the 1992 Penguin
edition listed as reference [19]. The sentence identifies the
central problem of the dinner scene: physical proximity
does not automatically produce community. The long table,
the plates, the candlelight, the food, the pauses in conver-
sation, and the distribution of bodies create a visible ar-
rangement, but emotional coherence remains uncertain.
The dinner scene therefore invites a question that goes be-
yond the familiar opposition between inner consciousness
and external setting: how are scattered inward states orga-
nized into a shared social form?

Earlier criticism has provided important foundations for
approaching this question. Woolf’s narrative technique has
often been discussed in terms of indirect interior mono-
logue, free association, symbolism, time montage, and
multiple perspectives, all of which help represent the un-
stable movement of consciousness [9]. Such readings re-
main valuable, for the dinner scene is undoubtedly shaped
by mobile perception and shifting interiority. Yet the scene
cannot be fully explained by interiority alone. Conscious-
ness at dinner is not disembodied. It is seated, illuminated,
interrupted, served, observed, and redirected. The emo-
tional movement of the scene depends not only on what the
characters think, but also on how the dining room organizes
their proximity, visibility, silence, and response.

Recent spatial approaches to Woolf make this problem
especially productive. Chen Li notes that contemporary
Woolf studies have increasingly attended to the relation be-
tween spatiality, modernity, gendered space, and domestic
interior [2]. More broadly, Wang Huanhuan argues that lit-
erary space should not be reduced to the stage of characters’
actions or the background of narrative events [14]. These
arguments allow the dining room in 7o the Lighthouse to
be understood not as a passive setting but as an active field
of relation. However, existing spatial readings often remain
concerned with Woolf’s domestic space in a general sense.
Less attention has been paid to the dinner scene as a spe-
cific spatial event in which emotional order is gradually
produced through the interaction of bodies, objects, ges-
tures, silences, and social expectations. What also remains
underexplored is the gendered labor through which this
spatial event is made emotionally coherent.

The affective importance of Mrs. Ramsay has also been
widely recognized. Mrs. Ramsay’s love has been read as
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creating warmth, harmony, order, and tenderness, enabling
isolated minds to move toward a temporary spiritual unity
[13]. This insight is crucial, but it still requires further spec-
ification. If Mrs. Ramsay produces harmony, by what
means does she do so? Her role at dinner is not simply
moral, maternal, or symbolic. It is spatial and bodily. She
watches the table, detects discomfort, manages pauses, re-
directs attention, softens conflict, and reconnects dispersed
relations. Her authority is enacted through the body’s ca-
pacity to perceive and regulate a shared emotional atmos-
phere.

Embodied cognition provides a useful theoretical point
of entry here. Embodiment theory rests on the premise that
“the body thinks”; bodily experience does not merely ex-
press thought but shapes thought itself [3]. From this per-
spective, Mrs. Ramsay’s dinner work can be understood as
embodied mediation rather than abstract sympathy. Her
gaze, posture, speech, waiting, and movement help trans-
form the dining room into an affective field. The scene’s
harmony is not spoken into existence once and for all; it is
rhythmically sustained through the interaction of table,
candlelight, food, silence, speech, gaze, and bodily move-
ment.

This article argues that the dinner scene in 7o the Light-
house produces emotional order through spatial rhythm and
embodied mediation. Spatial rhythm here refers to the pat-
terned interaction of material setting, bodily placement,
sensory perception, silence, speech, and movement within
the dining room. Embodied mediation designates Mrs.
Ramsay’s bodily and affective work of perceiving tension,
adjusting attention, and reconnecting fragmented relations.
Read in this way, the scene is significant not simply be-
cause it represents female subjectivity, but because it ex-
poses the gendered distribution of affective responsibility.
The appearance of domestic harmony depends on the
largely invisible labor through which women render social
space temporarily coherent.

The following discussion develops this argument in
three stages. The first section reads the dinner table as an
affective field that gathers bodies without automatically
producing community. The second section examines spa-
tial rthythm as the mechanism through which Mrs. Ram-
say’s embodied mediation makes emotional order possible.
The final section turns to the gendered cost of this spatial
harmony, showing that Woolf’s domestic order is at once
aesthetically powerful and socially uneven.
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2 The Dinner Table as an Affective
Field

The dinner scene begins before anyone is seated at the
table. Its first movement is not conversation but summons.
The “great clangour of the gong” announces that those scat-
tered through “attics,” “bedrooms,” and “little perches of
their own” must leave their private activities and “assemble
in the dining-room for dinner” [19]. Woolf’s description
lingers on these scattered spaces: dressing tables, bed-ta-
bles, novels, diaries, and the small private arrangements of
individual life. Dinner therefore begins as a spatial inter-
ruption. It draws the characters out of separate rooms and
private occupations, but it does not erase the separateness
they bring with them.

This movement from dispersion to assembly establishes
the basic condition of the scene. The guests enter the dining
room, but their inward lives do not immediately become
social relation. Reading, writing, dressing, waiting, and pri-
vate thinking are not simply left behind; they continue to
shape the atmosphere of the room. The dinner table gathers
people together, but it first gathers them as separate beings.

What the gong produces is assembly rather than community.

The beginning of Chapter 17 makes this condition visi-
ble through the table itself. Mrs. Ramsay takes “her place
at the head of the table,” but what she sees is not a unified
domestic circle. She sees “all the plates making white cir-
cles,” “an infinitely long table and plates and knives,”
while Mr. Ramsay sits “at the far end,” “all in a heap,
frowning” [19]. The table is therefore not immediately a
symbol of intimacy. It is a structure of distance. Its length
separates husband and wife; its ends mark different emo-
tional positions; its formal arrangement contrasts with the
unresolved tensions gathered around it.

The scene thus materializes the problem of spatial dis-
tance that Feng Yi and Jiang Xue identify in To the Light-
house: epistemological distance, interpersonal distance,
and the physical distance between human beings and the
lighthouse [5]. At dinner, these forms of distance are com-
pressed into one domestic room. Mrs. Ramsay and Mr.
Ramsay occupy opposite ends of the table; Lily is present
but inwardly detached; Charles Tansley is seated within the
group yet remains socially awkward and emotionally ex-
posed. The dining room does not abolish these distances. It
makes them visible, measurable, and available for tempo-
rary adjustment. Such distance is not only registered

through seating positions; it is also reinforced by the mate-
rial arrangement of the table itself.

The objects on the table intensify this contrast between
arrangement and relation. The plates form “white circles,”
producing an image of order, repetition, and visual balance.
Yet this formal order does not correspond to Mrs. Ramsay’s
inner state. As she helps the soup, she feels “past every-
thing, through everything, out of everything” [19]. Woolf
places a visible pattern and an affective withdrawal in the
same moment. The table appears ordered, but the person
presiding over it is already detached from the feeling of or-
der it seems to promise. Domestic form and emotional co-
herence are therefore not the same thing.

This gap is crucial to the dinner scene. The table be-
comes affective not because it already contains harmony,
but because it makes emotional distance visible and avail-
able for regulation. The dining room creates a field of visi-
bility: people can be placed, seen, addressed, ignored, or
exposed. The table gives each character a position, but po-
sition alone does not produce communion. It only makes
the difficulty of communion perceptible. Space here is not
merely distance, nor merely background. It is an arrange-
ment through which emotional separation becomes socially
legible. The dinner table gathers bodies into a shared field,
but it also reveals how much work is required before this
field can become emotionally coherent.

In this sense, the table should be understood less as a do-
mestic symbol than as an affective field. Its objects and po-
sitions do not merely decorate the scene; they organize pos-
sible relations among bodies. Doyle’s account of Woolf’s
intercorporeal narrative is useful here, since Woolf often
allows objects to situate bodies in relation and to make
emotional life take shape in shared space [4]. In the dinner
scene, plates, knives, soup, light, distance, and seating
work in this way. They give feeling a material form, but
they do not yet stabilize it.

The dinner table thus gathers bodies without automati-
cally producing community. It offers a visible arrangement
while exposing emotional disconnection; it creates proxim-
ity while preserving distance; it prepares relation without
guaranteeing harmony. Mrs. Ramsay’s later mediation be-
comes necessary precisely because the dining room is al-
ready charged with tension and possibility. The table sup-
plies the form of relation, but form alone cannot make the
room emotionally coherent. The next section turns to the
spatial rhythm through which Mrs. Ramsay’s embodied
mediation activates this field and temporarily produces
emotional order.
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3 Spatial Rhythm and Embodied
Mediation

If the dinner table constitutes the affective field of the
scene, Mrs. Ramsay’s embodied mediation sets that field
into motion. The guests have been gathered into the dining
room, but the room has not yet acquired emotional coher-
ence. The issue is no longer merely that the characters re-
main separate; rather, their separateness must be made to
circulate, to respond, and to assume a provisional social
form. Woolf marks this difficulty with striking precision:
“nothing seemed to have merged”; “They all sat separate”
[19]. The table has produced assembly, but it is Mrs. Ram-
say who must produce rhythm.

The burden of this transformation falls immediately
upon her. Woolf writes that “the whole of the effort of
merging and flowing and creating rested on her” [19]. The
sequence of verbal nouns is significant. “Merging” names
the desired overcoming of separation; “flowing” suggests
movement rather than fixed arrangement; “creating” indi-
cates that the dinner’s order does not precede her interven-
tion but comes into being through it. Domestic harmony is
therefore not presented as an atmosphere naturally gener-
ated by the household. It is a process enacted under pres-
sure. Mrs. Ramsay is not simply positioned at the table; she
is required to make the table operate as a social and emo-
tional form.

Woolf figures this process through an explicitly rhyth-
mic image. Feeling that if she does not act “nobody would
do it,” Mrs. Ramsay gives herself “a little shake that one
gives a watch that has stopped,” after which “the old famil-
iar pulse began beating,” “one, two, three, one, two, three”
[19]. The stopped watch metaphor is central to the scene’s
logic. It presents domestic order not as natural continuity
but as an interrupted mechanism that must be restarted. The
subsequent “pulse” introduces a more organic register, yet
Woolf emphasizes its fragility: Mrs. Ramsay must shelter
and foster its “still feeble pulse” [19]. Spatial rhythm thus
begins not as decorative repetition, but as the sustained la-
bor of keeping a social form alive.

Recent work on embodied duration in 7o the Lighthouse
further sharpens this point. Hou argues that Woolf’s tem-
poral form is not produced by consciousness alone, but also
by routine bodily gestures and repeated movements; Mrs.
Ramsay’s knitting and patterned movement through the
house generate a form of embodied duration rather than
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merely decorating interior life [7]. This insight is particu-
larly relevant to the dinner scene. Even when the room is
marked by emotional fluctuation, Mrs. Ramsay’s bodily
continuity gives the scene a counter-rhythm. Her mediation
is therefore not only a matter of conscious social manage-
ment; it is sustained through small bodily repetitions that
help hold the dinner’s time and feeling together.

This thythm is bodily rather than purely psychological.
Embodiment theory, as Cuddy-Keane observes, rests on the
premise that “the body thinks”; bodily experience does not
merely express thought but participates in shaping it [3].
Mrs. Ramsay’s mediation at dinner may therefore be un-
derstood as embodied work rather than abstract sympathy.
She reads the room through posture, gaze, silence, timing,
and movement. She registers who is exposed, who is re-
sentful, who is awkward, and who needs to be addressed or
redirected. Her thought does not stand outside the scene
and impose order upon it; it operates through her bodily
responsiveness to the dining room itself [15].

The first form this rthythm takes is placement. Mrs. Ram-
say’s instructions — “William, sit by me,” “Lily,” “over
there,” and “Sit there, please” to Charles Tansley — might
appear to be ordinary domestic directions [19]. Yet they
perform a more complex affective function. She arranges
bodies before she can arrange feeling. Seating determines
lines of sight, possible conversational routes, and the de-
gree to which embarrassment or hostility may be exposed,
softened, or redirected. In this sense, Mrs. Ramsay does not
merely preside over the table; she composes it. Her direc-
tions organize the room into a provisional pattern through
which emotional circulation may begin.

The rhythm she initiates, however, repeatedly falters.
Charles Tansley experiences the dinner as “all in scraps and
fragments,” unable to enter the social scene except through
self-consciousness and resentment [19]. His phrase de-
scribes more than an individual state of awkwardness. It
registers the latent condition of the dinner itself: the social
rhythm is always at risk of breaking into isolated thoughts,
failed responses, unspoken resentments, and uneven expec-
tations. The movement of the scene is therefore not a
smooth progression from separation to harmony. It ad-
vances through interruptions, blockages, and acts of repair.

Doyle’s account of Woolf’s intercorporeal narrative
helps clarify this movement. Woolf does not treat bodily
emotion as sealed within private interiority; rather, feeling
moves through the material and sensory “in-between” of a
shared world [4]. In the dinner scene, this in-between space
is composed of table linen, plates, candles, food, windows,
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repeated phrases, and unfinished responses. The emotional
life of the room is not located in any single consciousness.
It circulates among bodies and objects, and Mrs. Ramsay’s

task is to keep that circulation from hardening into isolation.

Lily Briscoe’s position complicates this rhythm further.
Facing Tansley, she resists being absorbed into the social
movement Mrs. Ramsay attempts to sustain. Instead of im-
mediately offering the reassurance expected of her, Lily
turns toward visual form: “There’s the sprig on the table-
cloth; there’s my painting; I must move the tree to the mid-
dle” [19]. Her inward turn interrupts the dinner’s rhythm of
polite response. Yet this interruption is not simply a with-
drawal from relation. It reveals that emotional order de-
pends on attention, placement, and form. Lily’s resistance
takes the shape of another spatial composition, one that
temporarily displaces social mediation into pictorial ar-
rangement.

Koppen’s discussion of Woolf’s bodily aesthetics helps
specify the significance of this moment. For Koppen, aes-
thetic vision in To the Lighthouse is “conditional on the
body and its contingencies” [8]. Although Koppen’s focus
is Lily’s art, the argument also illuminates the dinner scene.
Lily’s pictorial perception and Mrs. Ramsay’s social medi-
ation are different but related forms of embodied composi-
tion. Both depend on where one sits, what one sees, what
one can endure, and how one responds to the pressure ex-
erted by others. Mrs. Ramsay composes the table socially;
Lily composes the scene visually. Their tension shows that
spatial rhythm is not a single, unified movement, but a field
of competing attentions.

Speech is another medium through which Mrs. Ramsay
sustains the dinner’s rthythm. Her social manner does not
merely fill silence; it regulates the movement of the room.
When conversation threatens to collapse, her interventions

impose “some order, some uniformity” upon the scene [19].

This order does not imply genuine agreement. It functions
instead as a temporary common language that enables the
guests to continue together despite their inward separate-
ness. Doyle’s observation that repeated phrases in 7o the
Lighthouse may operate almost like material objects is use-
ful here, for speech at dinner often works less as transparent
communication than as a shared auditory medium [4]. Po-
lite phrases, pauses, and minor redirections become part of
the room’s rhythm, preventing feeling from congealing
into embarrassment or resentment.

The boeuf en daube marks one of the strongest material
beats in this rhythm. Before the meal, Mrs. Ramsay worries
that the dish may have overboiled; its timing is already

folded into the pressure of the scene [19]. When it succeeds,
it becomes more than food. It gathers attention, produces
relief, invites praise, and offers the guests a sensory object
around which they may briefly converge. The dish is there-
fore not simply an emblem of domestic hospitality. It is a
material mediator of affect. Around it, taste, timing, service,
and admiration enter into the room’s emotional rhythm.
Food enables a shared response before any deeper form of
understanding has been achieved.

This material rhythm is inseparable from the scene’s
handling of time. The dinner’s order is produced through
the movement of dishes, the glow of candlelight, the alter-
nation of silence and speech, the timing of response, and
the repeated redirection of attention. Potts’s discussion of
Lefebvre’s rhythmanalysis is useful in this respect, since
rhythm refuses to separate time from space and instead re-
veals concrete forms of “localized time” and “temporalized
space” [11]. The dinner scene is precisely such a spatial-
temporal formation. It is not merely an event that takes
place in a room; it is a room becoming rhythmic through
serving, waiting, looking, speaking, pausing, and respond-
ing.

This reading also clarifies why the dinner scene acquires
the quality of a formed moment. Wang Xiaoli and DaBu
Xilatu argue that Woolf’s treatment of time often gives
temporal experience a spatial quality, allowing certain mo-
ments to become dense, stable, and inhabitable [16]. The
dinner appears stable in this sense, but its stability is pro-
duced rather than given. The “one, two, three” pulse at the
beginning of the meal is the concealed condition of the later
impression of unity. What seems to be a completed moment
of domestic harmony is in fact a thythm held together by
repeated acts of bodily and spatial mediation.

By the end of the scene, Mrs. Ramsay has not resolved
the contradictions gathered around the table. Tansley re-
mains awkward, Lily remains resistant, Mr. Ramsay re-
mains emotionally demanding, and Mrs. Ramsay remains
fatigued. What she achieves is more limited and more frag-
ile: she gives these tensions a rhythm in which they can
temporarily coexist. Emotional order is not the disappear-
ance of conflict, but the momentary management of con-
flict through spatial and bodily coordination.

The dinner scene should therefore be read not as an im-
age of natural domestic harmony, but as a process of affec-
tive composition. The table supplies the field; Mrs. Ramsay
activates it through embodied attention; speech, food, light,
silence, and placement sustain its movement. What appears
as unity is in fact a fragile rhythm of mediation. This

http://www.humarts.net



54 Shi Jinyan et al.:

Producing Emotional Order: Spatial Rhythm, Embodied Mediation, and Gendered Affect in the

Dinner Scene of To the Lighthouse

rhythm, however, raises a further question. If emotional or-
der must be repeatedly restored, who is expected to perform
this work? The next section turns to the gendered affective
responsibility that makes Woolf’s domestic harmony both
aesthetically powerful and socially uneven.

4 Gendered Affect and the Cost of
Emotional Order

The preceding analysis has shown that the emotional or-
der of the dinner scene is neither guaranteed by domestic
space nor secured by spatial arrangement alone, but pro-
duced through repeated acts of embodied mediation. This
raises a further question: how is the responsibility for such
mediation distributed within the scene? Woolf’s narrative
suggests that this responsibility is decisively gendered. The
dinner scene not only stages the production of emotional
order; it also exposes the unequal allocation of affective la-
bor required to sustain it. While the table gathers bodies
and Mrs. Ramsay’s mediation gives this gathering a tem-
porary rhythm, the burden of maintaining that rhythm falls
disproportionately on women. Woolf dramatizes this une-
ven distribution through attention, silence, responsiveness,
and social repair, revealing that the apparent harmony of
the dinner depends on affective labor that remains largely
invisible because it is feminized.

This argument does not depend on a simple opposition be-
tween patriarchal domination and female emancipation. As
Mclntire cautions, To the Lighthouse should not be reduced
either to biographical gender politics or to a straightforward
critique of paternal authority [10]. The dinner scene is more
intricate. Mrs. Ramsay is not merely oppressed by domestic
space, nor is Lily Briscoe simply liberated from it. Rather,
gender functions as a structuring principle that organizes
perception, assigns emotional responsibility, and determines
the forms through which female agency becomes socially
legible. The central question is therefore not whether Mrs.
Ramsay possesses agency, but what kind of agency the din-
ing room permits her to exercise.

Woolf formulates this agency with remarkable precision
when she writes that “the whole of the effort of merging
and flowing and creating rested on her” [19]. The sentence
grants Mrs. Ramsay considerable power: she is the one who
can merge, make flow, and create. Yet the object of this cre-
ative activity is not an autonomous project of self-expres-
sion. What she creates is a social atmosphere in which oth-
ers may temporarily experience themselves as connected.
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Her agency is therefore real, but it is also functionalized.
She becomes central to the dinner precisely because the
scene requires her to produce coherence for others.

Hochschild’s account of emotion work gives theoretical
clarity to this functionalization. For Hochschild, emotion
“can be and often is subject to acts of management,” and
individuals work on “inducing or inhibiting feelings” in or-
der to make them appropriate to particular situations [6].
Mrs. Ramsay’s dinner labor belongs to this order of emo-
tional management. She does not merely feel sympathy,
warmth, or concern; she acts upon feeling. She reads the
affective condition of the room, assesses embarrassment
and resentment, inhibits open conflict, redirects attention,
and sustains the surface of sociability. Her work is therefore
not simply emotional presence, but the regulation of emo-
tional expression so that the social situation can continue.

Ahmed’s account of emotion extends this argument from
management to circulation. Rather than treating emotion as
a private psychological substance, Ahmed asks “what emo-
tions do” and follows how emotions move between bodies,
signs, and objects, as well as how they “stick” through such
movement [1]. She further suggests that emotions help pro-
duce the surfaces and boundaries through which individual
and collective bodies take shape [1]. The dinner scene op-
erates through precisely this kind of affective circulation.
Embarrassment, resentment, need, sympathy, and fatigue
do not remain enclosed within separate minds. They move
across the table through glances, pauses, expectations, and
responses, becoming attached to particular bodies and roles.
Mrs. Ramsay’s gendered position lies in her being required
to absorb and redirect this circulation so that the room may
continue to appear harmonious.

This gendered circulation appears earlier in the novel
when Mrs. Ramsay reflects that people come to her “natu-
rally, since she was a woman,” until she often feels “noth-
ing but a sponge sopped full of human emotions” [19]. The
sponge metaphor is central to Woolf’s representation of fe-
male affective responsibility. A sponge does not simply re-
ceive; it absorbs until it is saturated. Mrs. Ramsay’s respon-
siveness is therefore not presented as a serene feminine es-
sence. It is a condition of being used, filled, and overbur-
dened by the feelings of others. In the dinner scene, this
absorptive capacity becomes spatially operative: the
room’s emotional disorder is taken into her body and redis-
tributed through her gestures, words, pauses, and silences.

The dining room naturalizes this gendered demand by
making it appear inseparable from Mrs. Ramsay’s domes-
tic role. Woolf’s spaces, as Rutledge observes, are “more



Humanities and Arts 2026, 5(3): 49-57 55

than settings”; the Ramsays’ vacation home dramatizes
how gender roles and expectations are formed and rein-
forced in Mrs. Ramsay and Lily Briscoe [12]. This insight
helps clarify why Mrs. Ramsay’s mediation cannot be re-
duced to personal temperament. The dining room does not
merely contain her social performance; it helps define the
form that performance must take. As hostess, mother, wife,
and emotional mediator, she is expected to transform spa-
tial proximity into affective continuity. Her authority ap-
pears natural precisely because the domestic space has been
organized to require it from her.

Woolf’s “Professions for Women” further illuminates
this demand. There Woolf describes the Angel in the House
as “intensely sympathetic,” “immensely charming,” and
“utterly unselfish,” a figure who sacrifices herself daily and
sympathizes with the minds and wishes of others rather
than possessing a mind or wish of her own [18]. Mrs. Ram-
say should not be equated mechanically with this phantom.
Woolf gives her irony, intelligence, authority, sensuous per-
ception, and moments of inward withdrawal that exceed the
Angelic ideal. Nevertheless, the dinner scene shows how
strongly domestic space continues to solicit Angelic func-
tions from her. She must soothe without naming the act as
labor, direct without appearing coercive, and sustain others’
comfort while concealing the strain of doing so.

This is why Mrs. Ramsay’s central position at the table
should not be mistaken for autonomy. In A Room of One’s
Own, Woolf famously argues that “a woman must have
money and a room of her own if she is to write fiction™ [17].
The force of this claim is spatial as well as economic: fe-

male creativity requires material and psychic independence.

The dining room grants Mrs. Ramsay a very different kind
of centrality. She sits at the head of the table, but the room
is not her own in Woolf’s emancipatory sense. It is a space
in which her attention is continually claimed by others. She
has position without independence, visibility without self-
possession, and authority without release from service.
Lily Briscoe makes this mechanism visible from another
angle. Facing Charles Tansley, she recognizes the gendered
“code of behaviour” according to which “it behoves the
woman” to help the man opposite recover his self-esteem
[19]. This moment is crucial because Lily perceives the rule
before she complies with it. She understands that what is
being demanded of her is not merely kindness, but a gen-
dered form of emotional repair. The irony is sharpened by
Tansley’s earlier insistence that women “can’t paint, can’t
write” [19]. The man who denies women creative subjec-

tivity becomes, within the dinner’s social economy, the ob-
ject of female affective service.

Yet Lily’s resistance remains partial. When Mrs. Ramsay
silently appeals to her, Lily imagines her saying, “I am
drowning, my dear,” and decides to “be nice” [19]. The
phrase appears socially minor, but it marks an important
transfer of affective labor. Mrs. Ramsay’s burden is mo-
mentarily redistributed to Lily. By giving Tansley the atten-
tion he requires, Lily helps restore the dinner’s rhythm. Her
later thought — “what haven’t I paid to get it for you?” —
makes explicit the economy concealed by polite sociability
[19]. Emotional order has a cost, and that cost is paid
through self-interruption, insincerity, and gendered accom-
modation.

Lily’s partial compliance does not erase her critique. Rather,
it reveals the difficulty of critique within a space already orga-
nized by gendered affective expectation. Mclntire’s account
of Lily as an unstable figure of female artistic subjectivity is
useful in this respect: Lily is not an achieved emblem of liber-
ation, but a subject formed through hesitation, delay, and un-
resolved acts of meaning-making [10]. In the dinner scene,
this instability appears not only in relation to painting but also
in relation to social obligation. Lily can see the mechanism
that asks women to repair male discomfort, but seeing it does
not place her outside it. Her subjectivity emerges in the tension
between perception and participation.

Mrs. Ramsay and Lily should therefore not be read as sim-
ple opposites: the Victorian housewife and the modern
woman artist, submission and resistance, domesticity and
freedom. Their difference lies in how each inhabits the same
gendered mechanism of emotional order. Mrs. Ramsay tends
to naturalize mediation, performing it as if it were insepara-
ble from her domestic role. Lily perceives the demand more
critically and resists it intermittently, yet she too is drawn
into its operation. The dinner scene thus shows that gendered
affect works not only through explicit ideology, but through
the small rhythms of attention, reassurance, silence, and re-
sponse by which social life is held together.

The cost of emotional order, then, is not external to the
dinner’s beauty; it is one of the conditions that make that
beauty possible. Woolf does not simply celebrate Mrs.
Ramsay’s power to create harmony, nor does she simply
condemn domestic harmony as illusion. She shows that
such harmony is aesthetically powerful precisely because
it is socially uneven. The dinner becomes beautiful as scat-
tered feelings are gathered into form, but that form depends
on the conversion of female perception into affective labor.
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Gendered affect is therefore not an additional theme im-
posed upon the scene; it is the hidden mechanism through
which the scene’s emotional order is produced, sustained,
and made to appear natural.

5 Conclusion

This article has argued that the dinner scene in 7o the
Lighthouse should not be read simply as a moment of do-
mestic harmony or communal reconciliation. Its signifi-
cance lies less in the fact that harmony appears than in the
process through which it is made. Woolf begins the scene
from separation: the guests are physically gathered, yet
“nothing seemed to have merged” [19]. The dining room
contains bodies before it creates relation, and the dinner’s
apparent unity emerges only through a series of spatial,
bodily, and affective adjustments.

Read in this way, the dinner scene becomes a formal ex-
periment in the production of emotional order. The table
does not merely symbolize domestic community; it makes
distance visible and gives feeling a material arrangement.
Mrs. Ramsay’s mediation then activates this arrangement
through rhythm, timing, gesture, speech, food, silence, and
attention. What appears as sociability is therefore not a sta-
ble domestic ideal, but a fragile achievement that must be
repeatedly restarted, protected, and sustained.

This achievement, however, is also socially uneven. Mrs.
Ramsay’s centrality at the table is not equivalent to auton-
omy, for her authority is made legible chiefly as service to
others’ coherence. Her capacity to perceive, absorb, and re-
direct feeling becomes the hidden condition of the room’s
emotional stability. Lily Briscoe’s partial resistance further
reveals that this demand is not simply personal or maternal,
but gendered: women are expected to repair discomfort,
sustain continuity, and make social space habitable.

By shifting attention from the meaning of domestic har-
mony to the process by which harmony is produced, this
article locates female subjectivity within a spatial and af-
fective economy rather than outside it. The power of
Woolf’s dinner scene lies in this double vision. Woolf nei-
ther dismisses domestic harmony as illusion nor accepts it
as natural. She shows it as a made thing: spatially arranged,
rhythmically sustained, emotionally managed, and gen-
dered in its distribution of labor. Emotional order in 7o the
Lighthouse is therefore not merely represented; it is pro-
duced through the dining room’s spatial form, through Mrs.
Ramsay’s embodied mediation, and through the gendered
expectations that bind female subjectivity to the work of
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making others cohere.

References

[1] Ahmed, Sara. The Cultural Politics of Emotion. 2nd ed., Edin-
burgh UP, 2014. https://doi.org/10.1515/9780748691142

[2] Chen, L., 2020. IARHERIMERIZS (8] 25 [HIAR A R MR KA
FHHIRTVE [AReview of Two Recent Spatial Studies on Vir-
ginia Woolf]. Foreign Literature, (4): 182—191.
https://doi.org/10.16430/j.cnki.f1.2020.04.017

[3] Cuddy-Keane, M., 2015. Movement, Space, and Embodied
Cognition in 7o the Lighthouse. In: Pease, A. (Ed.), The Cam-
bridge Companion to Virginia Woolf’s To the Lighthouse. Cam-
bridge University Press, pp. 58—68.
https://doi.org/10.1017/CC0O9781107280342.007

[4] Doyle, L., 1994. “These Emotions of the Body”: Intercorporeal
Narrative in 7o the Lighthouse. Twentieth Century Literature,
40(1): 42—71. https://doi.org/10.2307/441550

[5] Feng,Y.,Jiang, X.,2005. /Nt (BTS20 o2 [a) B 25
[Different Concepts of Space in o the Lighthouse). Journal of
Northeastern University (Social Science), 7(1): 76-78.
https://doi.org/10.15936/j.cnki.1008-3758.2005.01.022

[6] Hochschild, A. R., 1979. Emotion Work, Feeling Rules, and
Social Structure. American Journal of Sociology, 85(3): 551—
575. https://doi.org/10.1086/227049

[7]1 Hou, X., 2026. Knitting Time: Embodied Duration in Woolf’s
To the Lighthouse. ANQ: A Quarterly Journal of Short Articles,
Notes and Reviews, 10 February 2026, pp. 1-8.
https://doi.org/10.1080/0895769X.2026.2622596

[8] Koppen, R., 2001. Embodied Form: Art and Life in Virginia
Woolf’s To the Lighthouse. New Literary History, 32(2): 375—
389. https://doi.org/10.1353/n1h.2001.0017

[01 Li, 8., 2000. #3#-fH/RK (EPTHLR) BRI [On
Virginia Woolf’s Stream-of-Consciousness Techniques in 7o
the Lighthouse]. Foreign Literature Review, (1): 62—68.

[10] Mclntire, G., 2015. Feminism and Gender in 7o the Lighthouse.
In: Pease, A. (Ed.), The Cambridge Companion to Virginia
Woolf’s To the Lighthouse. Cambridge University Press, pp.
80-91. https://doi.org/10.1017/CCO9781107280342.009

[11] Potts, T., 2015. Rhythmanalysis: Space, Time and Everyday
Life. The Journal of Architecture, 20(3): 550-554.
https://doi.org/10.1080/13602365.2015.1052662

[12] Rutledge, T., 2020. Woolf’s Feminine Spaces and the New
Woman in 7o the Lighthouse: The Cases of Mrs. Ramsay and
Lily Briscoe. South Central Review, 37(1): 73—101.
https://doi.org/10.1353/scr.2020.0008



[13]

[14]

[15]

[16]

Humanities and Arts 2026, 5(3): 49-57 57

Shen, F. Y., 1999. ¥ (EITIEE) b ARGl 2 pite
[Spiritual Fighting Process of the Characters in 7o the Light-
house). Foreign Literature Review, (4): 66-71.

Wang, H. H., 2018. 75 [H]#% 7] 5 3 % 25 A F 7 2 i)
[Space Steering and the Construction of Literary Space Criti-
cism Method]. Chinese Literature Studies, (2): 60—66.
https://doi.org/10.13399/j.cnki.zgwxyj.2018.02.009

Wang, M., 2021. 7 2 /8- (7145 A il 19 49 1R 56 2 AT
W7 [A Study of the Aesthetic Thought of the Body in Virginia
Woolf’s Novels]. PhD dissertation, Shandong University.

Wang, X. L., DaBu Xilatu, 2014. B [f] )25 a1 E——LL ik

[17]

[18]

[19]

EHEFTND F CRUTHE %D A [The Spatiality of Time: Ex-
ampled by Mrs Dalloway and To the Lighthouse). Journal of
Beijing International Studies University, 36(6): 51-55.

Woolf, V., 1989. 4 Room of One’s Own. Harcourt Brace Jo-
vanovich.

Woolf, V., 1942. Professions for Women. In: The Death of the
Moth and Other Essays. Harcourt, Brace and Company, New
York, pp. 235-242.

Woolf, V., 1992. To the Lighthouse. Introduction and notes by
Hermione Lee. Penguin Books.

http://www.humarts.net



